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ABSTRACT    Queensland University of Technology (QUT) Library, using a process 
improvement concept of benchmarking, compared its acquisitions and cataloguing, 
document delivery and research support services with those of the University of New 
South Wales Library.  The paper discusses experience and outcomes from the point of 
view of  the benchmarking proposer and the partner.  The results were a catalyst for 
change in some areas at QUT.  Benchmarking places great demands on staff  at both 
proposer and partner organisations to understand concepts and process and to provide 
information; an organisational framework is desirable for both proposer and partner. 
Questionnaire outlines are presented. Great care in interpreting information is 
necessary. The use of common output and performance measures facilitates 
benchmarking and continued development of these by academic libraries is essential for 
it to be a useful tool for process improvement. 
 
Background 
 
In 1995, the library of the Queensland University of Technology(QUT) undertook a 
benchmarking exercise with another Australian university library.  This paper describes 
the method, process, outcomes and benefits from the viewpoint of both the QUT Library 
and the partner organisation. It aims to be of practical use to other libraries contemplating 
benchmarking.  
 
Queensland University of Technology is a multi-campus university in Brisbane created in 
1989 by the redesignation of the Queensland Institute of Technology and enlarged by its 
amalgamation with the Brisbane College of Advanced Education in 1990. It is a major 
Australian university with a broad academic profile and an increasing involvement in 
research and postgraduate education.  Enrolments number about 28000.  Its partner 
organisation was the University of New South Wales Library (UNSW).   Established in 
1949 originally as a university of technology and situated in Sydney, the University of 
New South Wales is one of the older Australian universities with a well developed 
research profile.  Student numbers are similar to QUT’s but a larger proportion of 
students are enrolled in higher degree courses.  
 
Origins of the Benchmarking Project at QUT 
 
The project originated as part of a university-wide benchmarking exercise.  Funding up to 
$20000 was made available to each Faculty and Division.  It was envisaged that each 
participant would select one or two other academic institutions against which to 
benchmark. The Division of Information Services  nominated the Library for 
benchmarking  because there were comparable entities in other institutions and because 
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of the history of common statistical collections through the AARL Library Statistics.  The 
official objective of the benchmarking process, as stated in a memo from the Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor, was: 
 
 self improvement - to improve processes within faculties and divisions on the basis of 
comparison with other 'best practice' institutions ... to pilot benchmarking techniques 
across QUT and to instil an understanding of the value of benchmarking for quality 
improvement in each area of the university.  It is important that this process be done 
credibly and that it produces real improvements. 
 
It was expected that Faculties and Divisions would focus on research and research-related 
activities but this could be interpreted broadly. 
 
The Library welcomed the invitation because it had recently embraced a Total Quality 
Management (TQM) approach and for the last few years had been introducing 
performance measurement into major areas of library operations.  Benchmarking was a 
logical extension of these activities. 
 
The benchmarking experience as perceived by QUT: 
the benchmarker’s story 
 
Getting a grip on the concept 
 
At first, we were under the impression that the project would be mainly a data 
comparison exercise to be completed in about three months, but we were to learn 
differently. 
 
The university invested considerable funds in providing training.  A higher education 
quality consultant was engaged from the USA to conduct workshops on benchmarking.  
These took place in May 1995.  These were attended by senior academic managers and 
academic staff from all eight schools involved in the projects and seven key library staff.  
It was only at these workshops that the concept of the benchmarking exercise as one of 
process improvement became clear.  The definition of  benchmarking presented was  
 
Benchmarking is a systematic approach for sharing information between two or more 
organizations in order to improve the quality and performance of a selected process.1 
 
The model for the benchmarking process was presented as consisting of several stages: 
 
1. Develop understanding of and skill in benchmarking 
2. Identify process(es) for benchmarking 
3. Aggregate process documentation 
4. Identify benchmarking partners 
5. Prepare to benchmark 
6. Benchmark 
7. Implement improvements 
8. Improve benchmark process2 
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Both the definition and process model were similar to those found in the books on the 
subject.  Spendolini, for example, presents a five-stage benchmarking process3: 
 
1. Determine what to benchmark 
2. Form a benchmarking team 
3. Identify benchmark partners 
4. Collect and analyze benchmarking information 
5. Take action 
 
Steps 3, 5 and 6 in the QUT model - documenting your own processes, preparing to 
benchmark and "benchmarking" - are covered in Stage 4 Collect and analyze 
benchmarking information  in Spendolini’s model; whilst his Step 2 Form a 
benchmarking team is subsumed in QUT's Step 2 Identify processes for benchmarking. 
 
There was concern expressed at the workshops that the model and examples given nearly 
all drew on non-academic environments, and that where they came from a university, 
were from non-academic areas like student administration procedures rather than the core 
academic activities of teaching and research.  A similar conclusion was reached about the 
literature on the subject.  Despite the large number of books and articles on benchmarking 
in general, a search of the literature at the time found no articles on benchmarking in the 
academic or library environment that were in any way helpful at the practical level.  The 
consultant confirmed the paucity of relevant literature and that we were breaking new 
ground in applying benchmarking to universities and their libraries. 
 
 Benchmarking, like Total Quality Management, is a concept imported from the industrial 
and commercial sphere. However, in practice, elements of the benchmarking process, 
although not called by that name, fit in with the Australian academic library tradition of 
inquisitiveness about what others are doing and the emphasis in the last decade on 
performance measurement.  Libraries have a tradition of sharing information about  
inputs, outputs, processes, practices and policies. Cooperation not competition has been a 
strong ethos. Information has been exchanged informally at professional meetings, visits 
to other institutions, study tours, talking to colleagues at other libraries in the course of 
daily work.  Formal statistics on selected  inputs and outputs have been shared via 
cooperative collection and reporting in the AARL Library Statistics. Somewhere along the 
formal/informal continuum lies the Council of Australian University Librarians (CAUL) 
questionnaire, a structured format by means of which a university librarian  can survey all 
CAUL members on a topic of interest and share the information with all CAUL members. 
  
 
 The value that benchmarking adds lies in its emphasis on the sharing of performance 
data and the structured process.   
 
 Benchmarking takes informal networking skills and turns them into a science.  
How?  Benchmarking adds process structure, quantitative muscle, research 
rigor, and implementation focus. 4  
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Getting a handle on the process 
 
The real-life process differed in some respects from the models.  It also took a lot longer 
than expected.  As a  first step the University Librarian seconded the Research and 
Development Officer as the coordinator of the process;  the secondment was eventually 
for six months (three months fulltime equivalent) .  We decided on the general areas to 
benchmark and obtained partners  almost simultaneously.  The library management team 
chose technical services processing - with a view to improving our throughput times - and 
user services that particularly supported research. 
 
It was felt important that the organisations against which we were to compare ourselves 
be (1) academic (2 )libraries;  that one at least should be (3) multi-campus; one at least 
should use (4) ABN as its cataloguing system, given that QUT did; and one at least 
should be a university with a (5) long-established high research output. (An additional 
university requirement was that the partners be from outside Queensland).  The presence 
of these five factors in the set of partners increased the probability  that performance 
comparisons would be valid since they would be based on comparable demands for 
services,  funding, technology and standards. Because of time constraints, identification 
and negotiation of different sets of partners for each of the target areas was not possible.  
Partners who would be willing to benchmark across all the target areas were sought.   It 
was not possible to stipulate that potential partners be significantly superior to us in 
performance across all these areas as no objective data on performance of university 
libraries was publicly-available; nor had we at this stage decided exactly which processes 
and performance indicators would be relevant.  The university librarian informally 
approached two other colleagues from the Council of Australian University Librarians 
who responded positively to the request to become our benchmarking partners.  
 
Using the critical success factors identified in the library's strategic plan, the coordinator 
drew up a list of issues and processes that affected the library's capacity to support 
research effectively and from these, the library's management team selected document 
delivery services and general research support issues such as funding, collection and 
information access management, reference services,  and user education.  Together with 
technical services, these were three major areas of library operations - larger than the 
benchmarking textbooks recommend for a benchmarking exercise. Teams were then 
formed with the aim of including both management and operational staff from the 
relevant functional areas and from more than one campus for multi-campus operations.  
Some team members but not all had attended the training workshop provided by the 
university. To provide team members with some orientation to the concept, copies of the 
workbook were circulated. 
 
Eventually on the QUT side, there were four teams and the coordinator involved in the 
project with responsibilities as follows: 
 
 Overview team: university librarian and associate university librarians 
 
Research support team: a campus librarian, a reference librarian, a reference 
services manager covering the three campus libraries 
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Document delivery: Lending and Document Delivery Coordinator, one campus 
document delivery librarian 
 
Technical services: Associate University Librarian, Managers of Cataloguing and 
Acquisitions sections, Serials Librarian, Monographs Librarian, and a non-
managerial staff member who was a TQM team leader. 
 
The coordinator was a member of all teams and was responsible for: 
 
· coordination of teams’ activities and project management 
· link between teams and management 
· writing of final team reports 
· communication with partners 
 
 The overview team was responsible for: 
 
· overall management and direction of project 
· providing and allocating resources 
· negotiation with partners 
· action on results of project 
 
The functional teams were responsible for: 
 
· contributing to goal-setting and prioritisation 
· documentation of our processes and performance in focus areas 
· detailed comparison with partners’ processes and performance 
· visits to partners 
· final report on focus areas 
 
Although the project was initially externally driven, the library was keen to make the 
most of the opportunity and adopted as its goals for benchmarking: 
 
· improve throughput in Technical Services 
· obtain baseline data on how other libraries went about supporting 
research, in particular a former institute of technology/CAE and a well-
established university with a good research reputation 
· improve processes in research support areas. 
 
At the same time as we embarked upon benchmarking, Technical Services was launching 
upon its Total Quality Management project. The two initiatives were seen as 
complementary and the intensive self-examination required by TQM would provide the 
groundwork process analysis for benchmarking.  However, it meant that the Technical 
Services managers and staff were unable to turn their attention to benchmarking until 
some time down the TQM track. 
While preliminary decisions were being made, communication with our partners was 
established.  One partner had  from the beginning nominated one person to be the official 
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channel of communication once the process got underway.  More formal letters of 
introduction were sent, following on from the informal contact between the university 
librarians.  These outlined what we expected the process to entail, the general areas we 
proposed to benchmark and our preliminary list of research support issues and processes 
for comment and information.  The QUT benchmarking workbook was provided to help 
them understand the model we were working with.  This correspondence was followed up 
with a request for a meeting at which basic parameters of the partnership could be 
established. 
 
To get this far in the process took until the end of July, some two months.  The first 
meeting with our partners took place in September.  Both partners were in the same city 
and were congenial to the idea of one three-way meeting at one partner’s premises.  The 
QUT’s overview team attended this meeting along with partner senior managers. The 
following issues were addressed: 
· confidentiality 
· QUT’s concept of benchmarking 
· objectives:  QUT’s, partners’, implications for all participants 
· resources needed and available 
· timelines 
· method problems in benchmarking general research support matters 
· agreement on the degree of participation 
· contact staff and dates for further visits 
 
At this meeting, one partner indicated that it could not commit itself to the project to the 
extent envisaged because of a large-scale quality improvement initiative of its own.  It 
soon after officially withdrew. 
 
The decision was taken not to seek a replacement partner but to concentrate our effort and 
resources on a one-to-one benchmarking exercise with University of New South Wales 
Library. 
 
Getting it underway 
 
Having obtained partners, and decided generally what to benchmark, the next step was to 
decide precisely what we wished to examine, describe and define it, and review what 
performance indicators were likely to be useful and/or available and design the data 
collection tools. We were now working on stages 2, 3 and 5 of the QUT Workbook 
model. 
 
Stage 2. Identify process(es) for benchmarking 
Stage 3. Aggregate process documentation 
Stage 5. Prepare to benchmark 
 
This again took several months, because of staff involvement in other activities and 
because it was conceptually difficult to do. It was especially difficult for the general 
research support matters.   We tangled ourselves up in the benchmarking emphasis on 
processes when some of  the issues we were interested in could not usefully be translated 
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into “processes”.  In the area of reference services, we were not interested in comparing 
how the different libraries processed a reference enquiry for example, but broader issues 
of strategic direction, organisation,  funding, staffing, design of services, performance 
measurement and use of technology. Likewise, in benchmarking document delivery, the 
processing of requests was not our prime interest since it was felt that much work had 
already recently been done on reviewing and re-designing our processes.   
 
In Technical Services we were especially interested in processes and this fitted better with 
the benchmarking model.   
 
For all three areas, the data collection tools were a questionnaire and site visit. In addition 
for Technical Services, processing flowcharts were exchanged. These flowcharts were not 
developed especially for the benchmarking exercise.  In the case of QUT they had been 
produced by the TQM teams as part of that process improvement exercise.  In the 
academic liaison area of reference services, the team applied the process-mapping 
concept rather than flowcharting in an effort to document the players involved, their lines 
of communication and their responsibilities.  This was original work on the part of the 
benchmarking team. To develop the questionnaires the teams brainstormed ideas that 
were felt to be vital to benchmarking the target areas; then the coordinator structured and 
refined them and re-formatted the issues as questions.  Questions were both closed and 
open, requested both descriptive and numerical data, comment and opinion. Where it was 
intended to extract data from the AARL Library Statistics rather than asking the libraries 
directly, this was noted.  The process of developing the questionnaires took several 
months.  
 
An outline of their subject coverage appears below. 
 
Technical Services 
 
Introduction defining the scope of the concept of Technical Services 
Workload coming into Technical Services 
Outputs - Services provided to clients 
 - Output measures 
Staffing and organisation 
Performance measures 
Factors affecting output, processes and performance 
Organisational structure and goals 
Resourcing other than staffing and collection funds 
Tools and equipment 
Standards and policies 
Suppliers 
Order data 
Backlogs 
Document Delivery 
Introduction defining the concept of document delivery 
Overview 
Document delivery services involving sources external to the university 
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Organisation 
Budgeting, funding and expenditure 
Staffing 
Systems 
Requesting/borrowing 
Performance measures - requesting/borrowing 
Supplying/lending 
Performance measures - supplying/lending 
 
Research Support 
General research support issues 
Collection and information access issues 
Reference services 
User education 
 
 
Performance data was collected by means of the questionnaire and the responses were 
accepted as reported.    The questionnaire asked respondents to define how they measured 
their performance as well as the results. One performance measure of particular interest to 
us was throughput times and respondents were asked to specify targets, achieved times 
and time measurement methods for nominated processes. Although in our initial 
discussions the possibility of some joint performance measurement specifically for the 
benchmarking exercise was mooted, this did not happen.  In writing the reports and 
drawing conclusions , it was difficult in some areas to standardise the measures in order 
to get a simple comparison of whether A did more than B.  It was often necessary to go 
back to the respondents for further explanation. Even apparently simple output measures 
were deceptive.  For example, the libraries counted the number of additional copies 
catalogued in different ways (one counted database accesses and the other counted items) 
and to use the figures without further investigation would have been most misleading.  
The advice of knowledgeable team members was crucial in alerting the coordinator to 
pitfalls in the data.  
 
The questionnaires were long and comprehensive and demanding on both our partner and 
ourselves.  At QUT they were completed by relevant unit managers, and in the case of the 
general research support questionnaire, by the benchmarking team and coordinator.  At 
our  partner library, they were routed through the official contact person, who then 
assigned them to relevant unit managers who put in a most thorough and conscientious 
effort in completing them.  
 
The questionnaires were designed with the intention that they would be answered by at 
least three libraries. Efforts were made  to state assumptions and define terms and 
parameters in framing the questions so that libraries with different organisational 
arrangements or terminology for the delivery of the particular service could provide 
mutually sensible and comparable answers. Inevitably however, the QUT concerns and 
worldview still influenced them.   Very  careful interpretation of the information supplied 
was necessary.  For example, the terms interlibrary loans and document delivery were 
used quite differently by the two libraries. Working hours was another  example - the 
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standard working week was different at the two libraries so that staffing data quoting 
fulltime equivalents had to be converted to a common denominator. 
 
It had been intended that the responses  would be completed and exchanged before the 
site visits so that staff would be able to follow up with queries face-to-face.  This did 
happen with  document delivery but because of the scale of the exercise, and competing 
demands for staff time, it was not so for  technical services and general research support. 
 
Four visits took place.  One of the tenets of the benchmarking is that it be carried out by a 
team, so all team members including the coordinator visited the partner library together.  
During the visit, our partner made available senior and middle management staff and 
operational staff.  It was a significant investment of time on their part.  For each area, our 
team had a group discussion with the group of relevant managers, then divided into two 
sub-groups for visits to individual units, then re-grouped for a final discussion with the 
managers. Each visit lasted one day, which was not enough to cover all of Technical 
Services and general research support.  Notes were taken rather than tape-recording. 
Within a couple of days back in Brisbane, the teams met to compare notes and share 
impressions.  By the time all visits were complete, it was mid-December, and six months 
had elapsed from the start of the project. Completed questionnaires had been received for 
all areas from both libraries except serials processing.  Data collection was almost 
complete. 
 
Any library contemplating a benchmarking project on the scale of ours should allow at 
least six months for these stages. The sheer logistics of getting teams together from 
different campuses, organising seven senior managers from three different libraries in two 
cities to meet in the one place on the one day and arranging visits on days convenient to 
all the relevant staff at both libraries requires long time-lines; developing each 
questionnaire from scratch took weeks; and a month at least should be allowed for 
considered responses. If more than one partner is involved, the data collection would 
probably stretch over a longer period again. 
 
Analysis stage 
 
As far as the coordinator was concerned, this is where the challenge really started.   In 
conducting the analysis and writing the reports, the questionnaire structures provided the 
framework.  Data from AARL Library Statistics, responses to the questionnaires and other 
documents supplied, and observation and discussion during visits had to be pulled 
together into a coherent comparable picture of each library’s operations which was a 
reasonably  fair and accurate reflection of reality.  Then differences in performance were 
identified and the possible reasons postulated.  Much  telephoning and electronic mail 
correspondence was necessary to clarify information.  Our partner was exceedingly 
generous in the attention given to our queries.  Bringing staffing input to some kind of 
common denominator was particularly difficult, given the different  organisational 
arrangements and range of duties expected of staff.  For example, our partner operated the 
supply side and the obtaining side of document delivery as completely separate units, 
whereas at QUT, not only were they integrated but staff contributed to other  aspects of 
the work of the lending/document delivery services units.  Their supply side was in a 
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much bigger league than ours but on the obtaining side, our volume of requests was 
similar.  So it was necessary for the purpose of analysis to try to divide our staffing into 
supply and obtaining. 
 
In the final analysis of document delivery and technical services, the productivity 
indicator has proved critical. Choosing a productivity measure that could give a 
reasonable indication of the overall output of the unit per overall unit of staffing was 
problematical. For monographs acquisitions and cataloguing, we used the number of 
items catalogued  in the twelve-month period divided by the overall net fulltime-
equivalent staffing of the relevant units.  For serials acquisitions and cataloguing, we used 
the number of subscriptions managed  and the number of  issues accessioned divided by 
the overall net fulltime-equivalent staffing of the relevant units.   For document delivery, 
we used the number of requests to obtain processed and the number of requests for supply 
received.  It is hoped we have been fair to all in the interpretation of the indicators.  At 
the time of writing, the analysis of general research support is not complete. 
 
Once the coordinator had analysed the data, the teams proceeded to draw conclusions.  In 
some areas, difference in performance was obvious but in others, drawing conclusions 
about performance was contentious.  Even where the team agreed that there were genuine 
differences in performance, they were not unanimous in every instance about the causes  
and consequent remedies.  The eventual outcome of each team’s deliberation was a report 
to the university librarian consisting of sets of conclusions and recommendations for 
action accompanied by detailed analysis of the benchmarking data. 
 
The data analysis and  report writing stage took about 25 fulltime equivalent working 
days each for monograph acquisitions and cataloguing, serials, and document delivery -  a 
total of about 75 fulltime equivalent days.  In retrospect, the secondment of the Research 
and Development Officer would have been better divided into two periods - about  three 
months for preparation, a gap while waiting for data to be collected,  and then about three 
months for data analysis and report writing.  
 
Outcomes for QUT 
 
In Technical Services, the benchmarking exercise has had an impact in conjunction with 
the TQM project.  At the structural level, QUT has changed its organisation of 
acquisitions and cataloguing to a model similar to that of our partner.  But the 
organisation was ready for change and benchmarking was one of a number of change 
agents.  The structure adopted had been mooted for some time independently of 
benchmarking but it was the detailed examination of another organisation where it had 
been implemented and which was performing better than we were in terms of throughput 
times (for a number of reasons) that gave the idea momentum.  Despite differences in 
throughput times, comparing ourselves with another organisation provided reassurance 
that given our workload, system and staffing, our volume and quality of output was 
creditable.  Changes have been made to the serials accessioning workflow as an 
immediate result of benchmarking with a consequent  improvement in throughput times.  
Again, however, the new workflow was not a new idea but had been mooted for some 
time; but it was the benchmarking exercise that gave the manager the confidence to 
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implement it and overcome the resistance to change within the section. Staff saw that it  
really was possible to do things in a different way. The full impact of benchmarking will 
not be evident until the changes made as a result have a longer-term effect. 
 
In document delivery, where performance of the two organisations was more or less 
similar,  benchmarking has had less of an impact as a change agent.  Before the 
benchmarking exercise, our document delivery processes had been redesigned in response 
to criticism of our requesting turnaround times.  The benchmarking results verified that 
we were performing as well as a library supporting a university with a high research 
output.   Its effect has been one of reassurance to staff and management that they can be 
proud of the achievements of the last three years in bringing the service up to the current 
standard.  It has also inspired some re-consideration of our policies, philosophical 
approach and funding plus the instigation of a working party to investigate direct end-user 
access to document supply services.   
 
In the area of general research support, some ideas picked up from our partner have found 
their way into the discourse within the library but with the exception of the working party 
 just mentioned have not had concrete effect as yet.  This was the area that was difficult to 
squeeze into the benchmarking mould.  Processes are more diffuse than in the more 
procedural areas of library activity and there is very little agreement on appropriate output 
and performance measures.  A symptom of this is the absence of any AARL statistics for 
 reference transactions or education, advice and information activities. 
 
 
Value of the benchmarking project 
 
Was benchmarking worthwhile?  Were the benefits worth the costs to both QUT and our 
partner?  Could the benefits have been achieved by other means?  
 
Benchmarking differs from individual study visits and informal networking in its 
emphasis on the team, performance data, rigorous analysis, and eventual process 
improvement. The same money that sent five staff to visit one organisation could have 
been spent on sending each person to a different organisation. Interestingly, team 
members agree that the team was a great bonus  and more effective than the alternative 
would have been. It ensured that all relevant  factors were identified in the questionnaire 
and that a greater variety of issues were aired in the discussions during the visit. The team 
members were able to confirm or disconfirm each other’s impressions and this gave more 
reliability to the data gathered during the visit.  Because it was conducted in the 
benchmarking framework, the data collection and visit enjoyed an official status that 
informal data gathering lacks. The report was not the impressions and opinions of one 
person as is the case with study visits, but a substantiated case with recommendations for 
action endorsed by the managers and a representative operational staff member.  This was 
especially important in Technical Services where the recommendations were for 
significant change, which has been implemented.  The visit allowed staff to discuss 
openly with our partners the problems inherent in their way of doing things so that we are 
able to embark on this major change forewarned and forearmed by their experience. 
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Benchmarking in the model we used could be seen as do-it-yourself consultancy, maybe 
less expensive, more thorough, and having greater credibility with the staff than using 
outside  consultants to review your services. 
 
In general, benchmarking opened up a dialogue between the staff of the two libraries 
which  has been beneficial to both.  Staff from our partner library have taken the 
opportunity to visit QUT when in Brisbane and it is doubtful that this would have 
occurred without the line of  communication that benchmarking provided. 
 
The benchmarking experience as perceived by UNSW: 
the partner’s story 
 
In order to illustrate some of the effects on UNSW Library of this benchmarking project, 
it is useful to consider the three questions posed earlier in this article by QUT  Library 
concerning the benchmarking process. The questions were 
 
· Was benchmarking worthwhile in terms of benefits and costs?  
· Could the benefits have been obtained another way? 
· Could the disadvantages have been avoided? 
 
These questions are now addressed from the UNSW Library perspective, but first a little 
on how UNSW Library reacted in terms of understanding what benchmarking was all 
about. 
 
Getting a grip on the concept 
 
If one looks at the literature on benchmarking it is striking that virtually all the advice 
available is directed at those who wish to benchmark. It is almost impossible to find 
words of wisdom for those who are being benchmarked. A fully co-operative model 
linking two equal partners is not the model portrayed in much of the advice on 
benchmarking. As members of the organisation to which the project was proposed, rather 
than of the proposing organisation, UNSW Library fell into what may well be a common 
trap for those to whom benchmarking happens. Undoubtedly at UNSW there was both an 
honest desire to assist QUT and also a sense of curiosity and willingness to learn 
regarding benchmarking. There is no doubt, with the benefit of hindsight, that UNSW 
would have received the optimum benefit from the benchmarking exercise if we had been 
able to better inform all those involved both about the process itself and about the 
benchmarking institution as an organisation. When two organisations have very different 
backgrounds and operate on a significantly different scale it is critical to success that 
information and contacts between the two parties be ongoing and as thorough as they can 
practicably be made, particularly prior to the physical visits. 
 
There was a window of opportunity, following the initial agreement in principle between 
the two University Librarians, during the time which led up to the initial visit, when those 
staff who were owners of the processes which were to become involved could have 
received awareness training on the topic. Stage 1 of the 8 step benchmarking model QUT 
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used was “Develop understanding of and skill in benchmarking.” What was not evident at 
the time to us was that this step is an essential also for the partner being benchmarked, 
particularly if that partner has little or no understanding of the concept. Now it seems 
obvious that both benchmarking partners needed to have a mutual comparable conceptual 
understanding on which to build the partnership. This was not something which 
dominated our thinking at the time. As in attempting to build any relationship, lack of 
knowledge of “where the other party is coming from” can lead to frustrating 
misunderstandings and misinterpretations. 
 
The QUT project team had at least received some training from a US quality consultant 
over the months prior to UNSW involvement and had had some time to plan and reflect 
on the project. A thorough understanding of benchmarking is not something to be 
acquired during the course of a packed visit planning meeting. It was also evident at that 
first meeting between the staff from the two libraries that individual members of the QUT 
team held differing perceptions of what benchmarking should mean in practical terms, the 
optimum processes to pursue and the desirable outcomes expected. 
 
Most UNSW staff at that stage knew little more than the term itself, which by dint of 
frequent use in the media and literature is a fairly familiar one to many people. The 
organisational reality behind the word was an unknown because UNSW at that time had 
had no connection with benchmarking on a practical level. Any library finding 
themselves part of a benchmarking process initiated from elsewhere needs to put in some 
structured effort of their own in order to raise the level of awareness about benchmarking 
for all staff from all the areas which will become part of the study.  
 
Staff training at UNSW for all staff in the units involved, not just for management and 
unit heads, would have clarified the concept for staff. The staff most involved overall 
were those at the unit and departmental head level or above, although staff at the coalface 
were involved in the visits. This is probably inevitable in most benchmarking situations 
but care needs to be taken that involvement does not get so far removed from the 
processes being looked at that 
 
· data gathering involves the managerial level only 
· opportunities for sustainable relationships between professional, paraprofessional and 
other staff which may be of benefit over time cannot be nurtured 
 
Under more ideal conditions, UNSW Library staff would have already been familiar with 
the terminology and processes of quality assurance / quality management. In that case, the 
staff would then have been able to view benchmarking with another organisation as just 
another quality management tool to assist with further real process improvement in our 
own organisation. 
 
An organisation which already has a developed quality management system would  
· be familiar with the language of benchmarking and process management  
· would already be able to demonstrate the nature of their own processes easily to 
others 
· all individual areas would be prepared with up to date flowcharts and performance 
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data 
· other process related documentation for all areas would exist and be up to date and 
easily accessible 
 
Some areas at UNSW Library already manage quality well and their performance is 
commendable in regard to the level of process documentation already existing. Other 
areas are still working through the upheaval of restructuring and its consequences. 
UNSW Library has only recently embarked on the beginnings of a formal quality 
management process of its own. At the time of the QUT benchmarking exercise formal 
internal quality processes had not yet become a focus. QUT Library, for better and for 
worse, were heavily involved, in technical services, with a TQM exercise. 
 
The prior existence of precise documentation and a process aware workforce is a huge 
advantage for benchmarking partners. The higher the standard of existing process 
documentation, the more smoothly the subsequent data gathering process can proceed. In 
our situation the documentation burden of the project was felt most keenly in those areas 
which had undergone extensive change during the past few years but which did not have 
to hand up to date and comprehensive performance and procedural data. The degree of 
effort involved in finding answers for the QUT questionnaires tended to colour 
subsequent staff perspectives on the benefits of benchmarking. Those areas which were 
better prepared as regards their current level of documentation perceived the outcome of 
the benchmarking process in a more positive light than those staff from areas where 
changes were not fully reflected in the documentation. In these areas, despite the long 
term benefit of updating the documentation the staff, being human, remembered the pain, 
rather than the gain. 
 
According to the QUT documentation this benchmarking project aimed to incorporate the 
stated attributes of  
1. team emphasis 
2. solid performance data in all areas under study 
3. rigorous analysis and process improvement. 
 
In our experience as a benchmarking partner, some of the benefits flowing to the active 
partner are less evident from the point of view of the receiving partner. From our 
perspective UNSW Library may also have benefited more if there had been other partners 
with whom to compare experiences and data. On the down side to this,  the validity of 
multiparty comparisons may have been very difficult to ensure. The circumstances which 
restricted this initial experience of benchmarking to a single partner did not, from the 
UNSW perspective, enable the process to live up to the ideal, quoted elsewhere in this 
article whereby benchmarking turns networking skills into a “science” by  adding  
“process structure, quantitative muscle, research rigour and implementation focus” 5 . 
This is not to deny the real benefits which did flow from the opportunity to examine our 
practices and to learn from the practices of others. Particularly for inexperienced 
participants there are many traps for young players. Avoid these traps and the benefits 
should be more comprehensive and longstanding. With the benefit of our experience with 
QUT behind us, future involvement in benchmarking should be more productive for 
UNSW. 
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Getting a handle on the process and getting it underway 
 
In this particular exercise QUT staff have obviously felt the greatest impact of the reality 
that the process embarked upon was far more labour intensive, complex and subject to 
the possibilities of delay than was envisaged at the outset. Both partners could support the 
suggestion that a less ambitious, more focussed and limited examination of areas may  be 
more effective. If a number of areas are to be addressed, examining them serially, rather 
than simultaneously may be the better course. Considerable delay to the final outcome 
tends to weaken the impact of the benchmarking process. The introduction of real 
improvements whilst enthusiasm is still fresh has much more of an impact in terms of 
incentive to continue process improvement. 
 
As regards the ease with which staff dealt with the notion of process mapping, our 
experience matched that of QUT. Technical services staff had less difficulty in gathering 
data and dealing with the focus on process required by the visitors. Research support was 
the more difficult application, particularly in the direct client service contact areas. This 
result illustrates that university libraries have still to develop a comfortable fit between 
quality management concepts and client service delivery in the research/reference area. 
Performance measures are developing but do not yet provide precise and easy to interpret 
data.  
 
The QUT co-ordinator has noted that even in technical processing apparently simple 
measures can easily be misinterpreted to give results that are invalid. One of the potential 
problems which both benchmarking partners have to bear in mind is the possibility that 
some data is obscuring rather than illuminating the truth. Outright mistakes are not 
always easily picked up and yet these errors can be potentially damaging both to the 
accuracy of the outcome and the subsequent positive interaction between staff at both 
institutions. 
 
QUT also comment on the fact that the data compilation which should have been 
completed before all visits could, in this instance, be done only for one area. That this 
could not be done under the circumstances was a great pity, because the maximum 
benefit could not be drawn from visits where staff were unaware of major structural, 
organisational, cultural and process differences between the organisations. 
Analysis and outcomes 
 
Benchmarking partners need to subject their reports to a final reality check with the 
source of the data. All reports should be discussed amongst the staff who contributed to 
them prior to final release by the benchmark partner. In this project, at the UNSW end, 
there was no systematic procedure for dealing with the draft reports in a constructive 
manner. Consideration of the draft reports in a team setting so that a range of comments 
could be returned to QUT for further consideration would have benefited both parties.  
 
The most immediate outcome for at least one restructured area was the realisation that the 
process improvements which had been underway for the last few years had definitely 
borne fruit. The simplified processes revealed in the newest flowcharts and the highly 
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improved throughput figures evident in the performance data gathered demonstrated the 
order of improvement in a concrete way. 
 
It was interesting to note the range of initial staff reactions to the reports from QUT. In 
some areas at UNSW, where comparisons appeared to favour UNSW performance, the 
instinctive reaction was to feel buoyed by the apparent vindication of the good work of 
their team. There was a tendency, in this instance, to treat the report fairly superficially 
and not to look closely at whether there were useful, if minor areas where something 
could be learned from the other organisation. In areas where the results were less clear, 
the reaction was instinctively to use the apparent differences between the institutions to 
justify ignoring data which might indicate there is room for improvement at this end. 
 
Other more positive outcomes of the benchmarking exercise, from the UNSW 
perspective, include return visits by a few staff to QUT which have put flesh on the data 
collection process and which may well have impact in the longer term. Some key unit 
heads did not visit QUT whilst the exercise was still fresh in the minds of all. This 
diminished the benefit for those staff. The advice is, despite business and budget 
concerns,  to send off the staff to ensure proper closure to the exercise. QUT, as the active 
benchmarking partner was looking to change in the targeted areas. UNSW, as the partner 
being benchmarked did not have a change-focussed mindset during the benchmarking. 
Process changes considered for implementation at our end appear so far to have been on a 
small scale, but valuable to the units involved. These changes may be incremental rather 
than radical improvements but they are, nevertheless, the result of an awareness which 
would not have been at that level had the project not occurred. 
 
 
Value 
 
The value QUT found in the team aspect of benchmarking was not mirrored to the same 
degree in the UNSW experience. In retrospect, all of the teams should have been made 
more aware of what was unfolding. The value of the whole process would have been 
increased for us if a broader range of staff had been involved in the data collection. 
Because of time constraints and the wish, by unit heads, to protect operational staff from 
disruption to their routine, most of the questionnaires were filled out by departmental 
heads who consulted with others only where necessary. As a result, the staff in the teams 
visited by QUT knew little about the content of the questionnaires returned by UNSW or 
the content of the QUT response to those same questionnaires. An investment in broader 
staff involvement at the UNSW end would have reaped longer term benefits. 
 
In summary, for us this was a very interesting, if resource intensive process, which has 
taught us a lot in preparation for our own endeavours in this area. It  has also forced 
staff in a number of areas to look again, with fresh eyes, at their processes, which is 
always a salutary move. Reflection on practice tends to be come more and more rare 
as resource constraints press ever more firmly on day by day operations. We are 
grateful to  QUT for giving us this opportunity to reflect. 
 
Value of this project to other libraries 
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Some practical advice to other libraries can be distilled from our experience.  Given 
that the overall aim of benchmarking is self-improvement, choose an  area to 
benchmark that is important to your mission and goals and in need of improvement.  
Then focus in on an activity that will lend itself to a manageable project and where 
you have the power to make changes. An area which has well-developed systems 
analysis, process documentation and measurement will be an easier one to get started 
on but this factor should not be paramount. Our advice to other libraries 
contemplating a benchmarking exercise is to choose a sub-process if possible.  
Benchmarking the whole of technical services processes was an extremely large 
undertaking, much larger than the scale of processes usually given as examples in the 
benchmarking literature.   A more manageable approach would be to focus on just 
monographs, for example, or to narrow it further, on the processes that happen after 
the material arrives in the library. Allow sufficient time for visits, and if agreeable to 
the host, time to spend with operational staff in detailed observation.  In our case, only 
one day to cover all of technical services meant a very rushed visit.   Expect to have 
much follow-up contact about questionnaire responses, visits and published statistics. 
Exercise great care in drawing and wording your conclusions and be prepared to 
justify your conclusions to staff.  Including operational staff in the benchmarking team 
is critically important.  For both QUT and UNSW, it was a learning experience as 
each felt their way through the process.  Despite being the proposer with the benefit of 
greater preparedness, the QUT side experienced many of the same problems with data 
compilation, and limited staff involvement and understanding,  as UNSW describe. 
 
A good choice of partners is fundamental to the process. In the library world, there are 
as yet no databases of performance data to provide information on “best practice” or 
“industry leaders”.  Informal networks are likely to remain the source of information 
that can help the choice of partners.  Libraries agreeing to be a benchmarking partner 
need to know that this can impose additional work on staff, especially if the detailed 
process improvement model of benchmarking is the one adopted.  They should 
consider 
•  a framework and structure for dealing with requests for information and 
responding to the benchmarker 
• the nature and extent of staff involvement 
• their role in the process - do they see their role as essentially a passive one or 
do they, like the benchmarker, expect to make changes as a result of the 
exercise? 
• what benefit they expect from their participation. 
 
The QUT project deliberately did not seek partners beyond academic libraries.  This 
was one of the given parameters. The advantage to it was that the comparison had 
credibility with library staff and the university. To benchmark against organisations 
outside this category would be a greater methodological challenge. 
 
In addition to this practical advice we can offer, the value of the project lay in the 
groundwork it provided in the application of the benchmarking concept to university 
libraries and libraries in general. It highlighted the lack of publicly-available 
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performance data and the lack of a common methodology  for measuring performance 
in specific research support services, acquisitions and cataloguing.  It also highlighted 
the enormous complexity of making fair and meaningful comparisons between 
libraries even on the basis of superficially straightforward indicators.  If libraries wish 
to benchmark in a rigorous and fruitful manner, the following conditions are 
necessary: 
 
• the continued development of performance indicators by CAUL and similar 
bodies 
• implementation of the indicators by libraries 
• a willingness to share the results. 
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